Workers and 
the Peace Movement 


A vigorous attempt is being made, llm&fi days, to 
crcalc a seme of guilt among peace activists who 
liltif kacJr weapons-proil he: Eng plants. Such anlivists, 
we are told, tend to be politically sold ideologically 
"counterproductive,''’ They “alienate ' 1 workers who 
are "‘compelled 1 ’ by their mater Nil needs and 
responsibilities In produce weapons, TbeSQ workers, 
it is argued a or obliged to make weapons by a system 
they never created. They should be spared the problem 
of encountering peace# activists who obstruct their 
access to their plant—or to use a more poignant word, 
their "jobs/ - 

This argument, advanced most forcefully by 
traditional Marxian socialists, tends to acquire a 
particularly odious form when a "r tass analysis" is 
tagged on to the issue. Peace activists who blockade 
weapons producing plants are snidely depicted as 
"middle-chnoT elements who, to use the language 
of the socialist mayor of Burlington, Vermont, arc 
either free to “choose 1 * their own fobs and lifestyles 
or are sufficiently well endowed financially to be 
spared (be nml to hold jobs of any kind. The workers, 
by contrast, are depicted as “victims” ol the war 
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machine who cannot afford dm luxury,” if they 
wish i.q "survive," of selecting theii own forma of 
work and ways of life. They should thus be shown 
(hedeference that righteous |>eujde »ct ord to victims 
of injustice of tiny kind. 

This comparison of the "middle-class peacenik” 
wj l.h the stu r dy '' prolel a r t a 1 j 1 J weapoti &-prodncer has 
particularly sin is tec implications. Merely on the face 
of things, the sot: in lists who advance these arguments 
actually tuel fen lings of confrontation between two 
groups of people who, in fact, they should try to 
reconcile. By defending "jobs' as such without clearly 
dm i] arc a fmg bet ween work w hie h res uh a in weapun s 
production and work which results in useful goods, 
they often provide rationalizations for responding 
passively to current policies of military expansion 
and militarisation. The ethical aspects of work in 
this society ceases to he an issue in dealing with 
workers as human beings, indeed, workers who may 
he uneasy about the weapons they arc producing can 
be tipped by this kind of class-bkisixl rhetoric; into 
dealing with their image of their work along "class” 
freed; chauvinistic} lines and cum fori ably ignore the 
profoundly moral issues raised by a blockade. 

What is equally reprehensible, the moral issues 
raised by a blockade are eclipsed by strictly economic 
ones. KducalLon gives way to deference to workers 
whose own jingoism and prejudices should clearly 
be brought into question. Many peace activists, in 
turn, are not "middle-class" or privileged people. 
Guided by deeply ethical concerns foi injustice and 
war, they olten elect to live more austere lives than 
conventional middle-class people and "proletarians." 
Their decision iy by no means a "luxury”; indeed, 
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it often in vo Ives vary demanding sacrifices am I hard 
work. To cull an ethical decision a ’‘luxury” reflects 
a Neanderthal menial ily toward morality that has 
nothing in common with the highest ideals of human 
freedom and conscience. 

Granted that peace activists should try in inform 
workers in so-called "defense plants” of the effects 
of their fobs. Granted, too, that they should advance 
vocational alternatives to the production of weapons 
and perhaps no less significant, advance social 
alternatives to the inequitable distribution of useful 
goods lhat prevails today; This is an aspect of many 
"peace budgets / 1 with their emphasis on jobs, that 
has been woefully ignored. But it is demagogic in 
ihe extreme and morally odious to dismiss ethical 
considerations of justice and conscience as a "luxury” 
and economic considerations of vocational options 
and often dubious forms of consumption as a 
” necessity. ” 

The need to be moral—a truly humon necessity— 
is degraded by u cynical sense of expediency that is 
no different in principle than Reagan's Cold War 
saber-rattling in the name of the “national interest"; 
tire goals may be different but the way of thinking 
is uncannily simitar—and the way of thinking may 
easily shape lhe goals themselves, as past experiences 
have shown. 

Some sections of the "New Left” of the bite sixties, 
using this amoral sense of expediency, literally 
destroyed their credibility by making our enemies' 
enemies into our “friends" and extolling totalUarians 
tike Mao Tse-tungi Ho Chi Minh, and even the late 
and un lamented Joseph Stalin, as their 
‘’revolutionary” guides. The moral revulsion this 
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produced among millions of people was more Ilian 
understandable; ii wns I i l orally admirable. Later, 
people like Joan Baez were almost hounded out of 
*‘The Movement' when, out of moral outrage, she 
condemned the horrible massacres con Hiding 
socialist camps were perpetrating in Cambodia and 
southeast Asia generally. Susan Sontag. outraged by 
ibe socialist .■suppression of Polish Solidarity, was 
roundly condemned by Communist hacks end Slieir 
supporters as a “red-baiter" for rightly condemning 
the totalitarianism of the Ha stern zone as fascistic. 

This kind of mentality—of sleazy expediency a< 
the expense of principle and moral integrity is 
merely the dogmatic ”Left's" McGtrthyism in reverse. 
It places the manipulative lie above an honest regard 
for facts and decency. It extols power politics over 
humanistic ideals, economic calculation over moral 
probity, rhetoric which always implies that people 
are mere instruments to be used for political ends 
over a regard for human beings as ends in themselves. 

Actually, this mentality is simply Cold War 
demagogcry carried from the diplomatic summits of 
international affairs to the gates of a wuapons- 
producing factory. Cheap prejudices about the 
■’luxury" of morality are used to win constituencies 
that have yet to define their own ethical standards 
about producing weapons which may slaughter 
countless numbers of human beings who live, for 
the moss part, in the Third World. If one wants to 
talk about calculation, or, to use a typical Marxist 
euphemism, "tardies,” when is a blockade 
"permissible 1 " and when is it "counterproductive”? 
When a conglomerate decides lo produce nerve gas 
instead of Gatling guns? When a utility decides to 
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l>u i 111 a bn ret 1 t?r reactor in s tead of a much i ] ie-g u 11 ] A a j 1 1 ? 
When a multinational corporation deoidfts 1o 
mimuiacturn missile-guidance systems instead ol 
erecting u nuclear reactor? Kindly note ihai in nil 
such cases, construction workers could vociferously 
com pi id ti rh.it they are bo in" denied access to "jobs” 
because f3u.u r activists are blocking Hie roads to 
construction sites and plant operators could make it 
si mil nr claim about their own ‘jobs 1 nf im* an 
in.stalkil ion has been built. 

What if all comes down to is clear enough: once 
one discards moral criteria fur ■luidioEd” calculation 
in asscssitig the validity of a war-plant blockade, 
principle is surrendered to expediency ns ei guide to 
our actions and ideas. The ultimate effect of such 
unprincipled thinking and behavior can bo utterly 
devastating. Wtien one's enemies' enemies 
mechanically become one's friends, when a specious 
* l n In ss analysis" and absiracl social categories supplant 
a reasoned and ethical consideration of reality, when 
McCarthy ism is played on a piano with a red keyhourd 
in jU ft ad of a red -wh it a-and-bl no one. people 
themselves are degraded into mindless robots whose 
decisions could just as well be made by computers 
as by the rhetoricians of the “Left” They can then 
In# induced to dance to tunes orchestrated by the 
blocs of the Cold War rather than act with the spirit 
nf defiance, independence, dignity, and morality oi 
true human beings. 'I heir very humanity, in effect, 
is violated in the name of achieving a humane 
society—a cousMEjncncc thi!i begins as the Stalins, 
Mans, and Hn.s have shown to alter the very meaning 
of tho word “humane / 1 not to speak of the word 
“freedom." 
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The Myth of the Proletariat 

The truth is thill the Marxist oriiit.s of war-plant 
blockaders do assign a highly privileged status to a 
dislim ! group of people, -one that is scarcely guided 
by dii ho in st evaluation of the “rights-and* wrongs” 
of a spy. iliii issue. Far from looking at such issues 
rm iheir own terms, they view them through >m 
ideological prism that assigns a sweeping historical 
privilege to "The Proletariat*’'It is this purely dogmatic 
prejudgement and bias that almost consistently 
motivates ihem ro condemn any critics of "The 
Proletariat,” with little regard for the validity of the 
issues in 1 I lerri selves. 

A hiss firm lysis,” so hopelessly ossified by 
ideology Eind mystical faith, becomes an eerie IVece 
field of theoretical categories that totally immunizes 
its acolyhis from any contact with history and reality. 
"The Proletariat," conceived as a category, in Ijm:|. 
devours the very proletarians who presumably 
compose die class which is imbued with the lofty 
status, ei notion that made it possible for Marxists 
like Lenin and Trotsky to suppress authentic grass 
roots working-class movements for soviet dernru s.ioy 
in Russia in the name of the "historical" role of “The 
Proletariat" as a category. Individual workers, to be 
sure, can he si rike-breakers. labor spies, wife-healers, 
op pone ills of unions, red-baiters, racists, and riven 
members id theKKK, like everyone-else in all classes 
ul soc iely, A l times, the number of such reprobates 
fan be so enormous that to overlook their behavior 
■ nut views is ideological myopia that verges on sheer 
blindness. Hut like a flag that is tattered and lorn, 
"The Proletarian man Ties forward in modern history 
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as a hegemonic stratum, destined perhaps in spite 
of itself to change the world radically and produce 
a free ami humane wocicty. 

This theory lias been Imputed En Marx, his followers,, 
and so-called "non authoritarian' 1 socialists like 
smynchosyiidicEi lists. a theory that has heron pnopagakd 
fnr over .1 century with very dismal cwii.sttquences. 
Today, it is advanced mainly by dogmatic Marxist 
and syndicalist leftovers from the 1930 k, although 
I he cartoon'iiivlh of the “sturdy worker 0 still 
t.LripliiiilHs many people in liberal and lefi-uf-ccnter 
circles. That them have been perceptive debates over 
the historical rote of “The Proletariat" in more 
informed socialist circles of all kinds seems in have 
Iarge 1 y eluded the orthodox acolytes of ifie tlotnmuriist 
Party, assorted Trotsky ite and Maoist groups, and 
the devout remnants of American syndicalism. The 
iliMDiy was grossly unsatisfactory while it was in 
Marx's own custody. At present, it has been grossly 
vulgarized bv certain Marxists and anarchists, few 
of whom take the pains to read I he works of their 
"founding fathers" diced ly, much less rcfltml on their 
own ideas with minimal independence of mind. 

To understand what is so gravely flawed about the 
theory of ''proletarian hegemony' —and the confusion 
its failings have created in peace. (Km.logical, and 
feminist movements throughout America and 
Europe—we must briefly examine some of its 
theoretical premises. Perhaps the most obvious flaw 
originates in the way Marx tried In reason cud the 
transition from capitalism to socialism jest as Marx 
1 bought of a “proletarian revolution' largely in terms 
of the Great French Revolution, and even planned in 
his youth to write a history of the latter, so he thought 
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of the transition from capitalism lo socialism largely 
in terms of the development of cap i la I ism out of 
feudalism, The bourgeoisie had undermined 
feml lisrn by growing and expanding within it in 
the medieval communes of the West and along Ihe 
trade routes that gradually eroded manorial self- 
sufficiency by a rambunctious and vigorous market 
economy. Like a feiiis in the mother s womb, ia 
developed lo a point where it became sulficieiviJy 
mature to come into its own right. In Ihe case of ihe 
bourgeoisie, capitalism simply destroyed feudalism, 
not only economically during the late Middle Ages, 
hut politically in the revolutionary era of the 
cighlimnlh mid nineteeni h centuries, 

This historical “scenario" is crucial to mi 
understanding of Marxism. It was easy for Marx to 
draw a corresponding parallel between the bourgeoisie 
ami feudalism on the one hand and the pruleiariat 
and capitalism on the other, In Marx's view, tin: 
proletariat was a ferns that would grow in the womb 
of the established society, just as the bourgeoisie had 
developed centuries earlier, It ton would reach a 
degree of development |hii| would compel it lo destroy 
Us own "parent —the bourgeoisie and capitalism 
Like she bourgeoisie in feudal times. Ihe proletariat 
was lbe harbinger of a radically new society— 
socialism, which in (urn would develop into a 
classless, Sim class, and radically new distributive 
economy called communism in which work would 
lie performed according lo one’s ability anil goods 
would be distributed according to one’s needs. 
(mnimumsiyi, in effect, would resolve the infamous 
"social i|uestion" of human exploitation, materiel 
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scarcity T i;I,wn privilege, privity properly, anti Si.de 
domination, 

Symmetrical, even artistically balanced, ns this 
parallelism between: two concepts of (run.sit ion may 
seem, i i is Hen ply flawed by inconsistencies. The 
bourgeoisie—bvno means to be confused willi guild 
craft persons—was a truly alien force in the feudal 
system ll developed an economic identity ihni was 
nol only non-feudal but anti-feudal, ft required 'farce 
labor" that was nol ik?d, like serfs, to the nobility^ 
iamltul estates. and U needed a free market that was 
not restricted by guild regulation sand a .sdh Sufficient 
manorial economy. Initially, it also needed a highly 
centralized State to counteract feudal decentralization, 
a State Unit could create a well-policed nation that 
would safeguard its merchants from arbitrary feudal 
lords and their private armies who robbed trade 
caravans, lolled I hem when they crossed from one 
feudal domain (o another, and freely issued their 
own debased coinage which traders were often obliged 
to accept al Han peril of I heir lives. Perhaps more 
significant K ihe bourgeoisie not only developed 
within feudalism -is an alienentily, hostile from the 
outsel to feudal social relationships and institutions? 
it literal!y replaced the Feudal economic system by 
comm ere iid and industrial capitalism long before it 
replaced tlie feudal political system by n republican 
nation-.st a to that advanced its specif it; interests al 
home and abroad, Capitalism, in effect, already 
predominated economically in s Ira logic areas of 
Europe long before it used I lie English. American, 
and French revolutions to predominate politically 
in much of the Western world, 


1 72 Twe MOPCRM crisis 

94 js vital to recognize that the prole la i ial has never 
gained (Isis kind of economic—much less political — 
pri ;dotninance within capitalism. Indued, vvhal is more 
disconcerting: it is doubtful. on close analysis, if wo 
ram rvoti regard (he proletariat as an alien clem mil 
within capitalism. much less I he Fetus that will yield 
a new society. Marx’s theoretical parallel ism between 
the transition from feudalism to capitalism ami from 
capitalism to socialism is anemically superficial at 
best and gross!v misleading a3 worst. 

hacking economic power in the form of a socialist 
economy—a concept that itself requires careful mid 
critical elucidation—the proletariat must first ‘ 'seize” 
ljuliiical power before it uin transform .society in any 
Way. Jl inn k os no difference whether one describes 
this kl seizure of power' 1 in economic: terms or political 
ones, suy through a general strike in which workers 
into ovhi ihu factories ora political iiisufrnclion in 
wliic 1 1 workers take over the State* hither way one 
views it, bo it syndicalist or socialist, the confrontation 
is political m character because the working class 
must expropriate something w hir h it does not possess 
and. in so doing, must confront the full instilutloli-il 
arul military array of a political entity called the 
State. .Spanish anarchism foundered on the belief 
that by taking over the factories in Catalonia, it 
controlled Catalan society. In the meantime, the 
Catakm bourgeoisie marshalled its own forces within 
the arena of the State and easily reclaimed its 
expropriated ’ economy with no resistance from the 
'Spanish proletariat as a whole and inetelv a Entile 
defensive action by the Barcelona workers in M.iv 
1037 . 
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The primary poiilh.:al act of expropriation Lai the 
full sense of I fir term, not mere factory takeovers, 
pie .supposes a degree of political constdonsness and 
theoretical insight that a tradiiion;d working class 
has rural y, if ever, exhibited. Workers may be mil it an I f 
but I Kay are not necessarily revolutionary even in 
what Marxists and anarchists call "revolutionary 
situations.'’ Working-class militancy generally occurs 
within j i j i economic and political fraiilewoik of social 
reform, not social revolution. In fact, nil I hi; great 
"proletarian revolutions" the Marxists am! anarchists 
celebrate, such as the Paris Commune of 1871. the 
Russian Revolution of 1917. and the Spanish 
Revolution of 1936, were made not hv a hereditary 
working class whose parcels had boon socialized in 
factories. They were made by preinduslrifd artisans 
(Parts in 1971) or peasants (Russia and Spa in) who 
bad recently flooded urban industrial centers because 
they lived at a near-starvation level on the land. 
These "proletarian revolutions/' in effect were as 
muc:h ihe rcstill or cultural dislocation from a seasonal 
world governed by nulnre to an industrial world 
governed by time-clocks as they w ere I hi; result of 
conflicts between wage-labor and capital, hi tFirj one 
case where they succeeded [Russia, 1917), bury were 
reinforced by soldiers who were merely peasants in 
uniform, without whom the working-class Red Guards 
would have boon powerless against the old order. 

Where hereditary workers did "revolt/Tsuoh as in 
Gen n a ny in L 91B-19. t he y were c o m pi ole! I y i x jntro lied 
bv reformist Socialists who were ns hostile to 
revolutionary action as the bourgeoisie. It is notable 
that such outstanding Marxist revolution turns as Rosa 
Luxemburg and Karl l.eibkrrechl could never gain 
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enough voles from German workers Jo become 
del < ‘v'.i j les 1 o the Co n gress of Worke rs ‘ Co l m r :i I s which 
socialists had convened in early 1919, Thcisi: 
distinguished revnlutiunarics, later to be killed by 
the military after a fruitless uprising by (heir followers 
a few weeks I titer, were reduced to the in dignity of 
heckling tlie Congress from the balcony. 

To claim that proletarian revolutions have such 
an abysmal history because they require a conscious 
and comm bled revolutionary party In '’lead' thorn 
raises more questions than il answers. In the Mrs! 
place, it fid3s to explain why such parlies, when they 
do arise, rarely gain die confidence of the very workers 
in whose "‘historic’" interests (hey profess to speak. 
Uno has only lo look at such industrially advanced 
i:OLiri|rii!H as the United Slates, England, Germany, 
and Prance to see how futile has been die earner of 
any genuinely radical, not to speak of revolutionary, 
parly, Eugene V. Debs’s Socialist Party in America, 
the radical factions of the British Labour Party, 
Luxemburg and Leibkneoht's Spartacus League, and 
the early French Communist Party were largely 
ignored by the working classes in their respective 
countries The workers who entered these parties did 
so fora wide djversilyof reasons and neverconslMuled 
a majority of their doss. Even within the Spanish 
-marchn&ynHicaUst unions which cullucted sizable 
iadicul working-class minorities, the iiiorofotthriglll 
of Iheir leaders acknowledged that less than rr rpiartw 
were li idy commit led anarchists, despite lire overall 
militancy of their members. 


Where so-called “workers' parties" have succeeded 


in carrying out a revolution, notably in Russia, I hey 
clearly ho l rayed tludr programs within a due ad a afler 


Workers vruj the Poac# Movement / 175 


coming to power. The ultimate heir of the Hussion 
Revolution was Joseph Stalin, perhaps the most 
terrifying mass murderer and certainty the most 
v minus counterreV 0 hi I intiary in our century. To 
adduce the dubious success of "revolutions'' by 
peasants in Third World countries as evidence of 
successful “workers parties verges on sheer idiocy. 
IMtii only do industrial workers r the classical 
"l evolutionary agent" of social is! theory, constitute 
a very small minority of Third World populations, 
hnl Ihe revolutions in colonial countries, despite the 
rhetoric of then "Marxist' 1 lenders, arc patently 
nationalistic in character, parochial in outlook, and 
authoritmian in their results. 

Thy particular brands of hatred that riddle Soviet- 
Chmese relations, southeast Asian factions, and 
Central American guerrilla bunds are not simply 
national in character: they am overtly racist and draw 
from: (lie word sewers of Kurc>'American ethnic 
antagonisms. One does not have to agree with 
Amurican intervention in the Third World to Lake 
critical cognizance of "revolulions" that have been 
thoroughly permeated by racist, sexist, bureau malic, 
and authoritarian features. 

We can remain a l the mem level of obvious hints 
and skin-deep anal ys es by ho Id i ng o r i to the trad i I tonal 
explanations of wily "pro! eta rum ravoh.itions" have 
failed so coExistently by speaking of "betrayals." 
"opportunism/ 1 and the "co-op?al Hun" of workers' 
parlies. This does not led ns why such “betrayals," 
“opportunism.” find ■'co-optation" occur so 
consistently. Or we can try, as Mars might have dorm 
had he lived into our own time, to probe more dimply 
into basic problems Shat exist in lire very concept of 
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"proletarian revolution" and ask strategic questions 
about "Thn Proletariat” itself and ihe kind of class 
politics and organizations dial an? spawned by the 
traditional Marxist and syndicalist visions of the class 
as such. 

To put these baste problems quite bluntly: is "The 
Proletariat an "'embryo 1 ' within capitalism that is 
"'destined 1 " by history to play ihe "revolutionary roW 
the I capitalism played in its conflict wMh feudalism? 
Can 11 rise as a class- and l speak of a class, not of 
working people who are subject lo problems and 
issues that face humanity as an whole—beyond llit: 
coiidilions that capitalism imposes upon it os a class? 
Is "The Proletariat." far from being an "embryo" of 
a new, alien social being, ;m ur^m that is as much 
a pert of capitalist society as any organ in a pregnant 
mother's body? Have Marxists or syndicalists any 
ition; right to assign a historica 11 y pr iv i leged function 
to ’The ProIelartaT than liberals do, say, to “The 
Middle Class Y 

There is ample evidence that Marx himself was 
more deeply aware of the flaws in his transitional 
parallelisms between 1 he historical role of the 
bourgeoisie and tiro historical role of the proletariat 
than any of his vulgar acolytes. Unfortunately, he 
tried to erase these flaws with explanations that on 
close inspection reinforce and deepen them. Clearly 
aware that "The Proletariat L ' could not build a socialist 
economy- -much loss a socialist society—within 
capitalism the way Hie bourgeoisie built » capitalist 
economy within feudalism, Marx began to look to 
i be capita list economy i I self as I hr source of a 
revolutionary movement led by working-class 
organizations. His M mini sera Unn theory*' is themost 
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famous case in point. Capitalism, h* was Jo argue, 
was destined to impoverish the workers to a point 
where they would Imj compelled by sheer diaspora lion 
to rise Lip i 11 .mull al revolution ami overthrow the 
bourgeoisie, That this vision has yielded no socialist 
or even revoUtliormry cunsci ensues h in I he industrial 
heartland oi tins world even in periods of grave 
economic crisis lias haunted radical social theory for 
generations. 

It is time to acknowledge (hat a worsening of 
economic conditions does not inspire a rovolulionary 
consciousness* much less a socialist <mn, but fosters 
demands for reform within ihe capitalist system and. 
perhaps more poignantly, resignation and slavish 
attempts 1,0 accommodate to the vocational demands 
of society. The bourgeoisie, in turn, has become 
sufficiently sophisi Seated over the pa si century-and- 
a-half to manipulate economic conditions, am! 
interplay I hern with political alternatives such that 
it successfully a I lays discontent when it becomes too 
serious or diverts it through such mechanisms as 
jingoism* Cold War ideologies, racism* and 
regionalism, tu cite only the major channels for 
siphoning off popular anger. 

But no less significant than Marx's J, iinmiseration 
theory" is the organizing principle Marx was to extend 
from the bourgeoisie -indeed, fro ill the cop da list 
mode of product inn -to 'The Proletariat’ In Marxian 
theory, capitalism was a 'TeuoUlliurmrv society” 
because it was inherently secular mid rationalistic. 
The "bourgeois" Enlightenment, in Marx’s view, like 
trade and industry- and the calculating sensibility 
they required—"demystified" the world and exposed 
the economic base of society in all its egoistic 
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nakedness The Communist Muni/ssfu uml many 
passages lei Hie fjrumjrissc reveal m extraordinary 
admiration foi the rationalist^ side oF capitalism— 
its aggressive iillnmpt to bring ai! the ' 1 1m as of nature" 
under human control, to organize the labor process 
effiei cully, to advance technology without regard to 
tradition, mylh, and presumably "reactionary L ' 
attempts by “oilllived" classes to preserve "archaic" 
life ways and technical operations. 

To Marx, "The Proletariat" was I he heir to the 
lnnirgeoisLe's secularization and rationalization of the 
world. It was destined to continue the work of 
capitalism along more positive and humanistic lines 
while si ill retain! ng the discipline and authoritarian 
charader (hi' capitalist production and i n d 11 si ry . This 
destiny and “historical task" did not emerge from 
mere speculation, it was formed in I hi: crucible of 
t h o capita I i st m ode of prod net ion i tse If- in l h c factory 
and as a result of the inexorable demands of industrial 
production. The working class, to Maf\, was "a class 
id ways increasing hi numbers, and disciplined, 
imbed, organised by the very mechanism of the 
processed capitalist production itsrli ' The working 
class, in effect, was the human raw material and 
embodiment ol capitalisms historically “rational*' 
role—rational in its unity, its discipline, its 
organization—and hence as much a "mechanism*" 
for revolutionary social change as the capitalist mode 
of production in the long hislorical movement out 
of a mythic and my si if ted prei nd uslriat world. 
Industry would transform the non proletarian 
opp rested with i t s my si ica \ .s hibbolet! 1 s, i rra t ion a lilies, 
and amorphous qualities into « hegemonic 
“Proletarifir 1 that would move toward secularism arid 
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rationalism without the L 'cash nexus' 1 that unites 
capitalism. 

Alluring us this notion may ho, it is completely 
deceptive, Capitalism assuredly does rationalize ils 
labor-force and the process of production. But il 
ralionalizes them h icrurelncijlh- No less than I he 
hapl css feudal serf in- the ancient sluve, the proletariat 
is indootrinated from birth, schooled, and finally 
unconsciously habituated on the job site to an al|- 
encompassing sydeni of obedience and command. 
Ii the factory and tile capitalist mode of production 
have am effect upon ihe workers, this effect is 
negative. Both internally and external I y - 
] ixy c ho log i ca 1 1 y . i r td econorineatly ’ Tlre Fro Mariat 
is brutally shaped more so than artisans or 
agriu 1 iurists by tin3 hierarchica 1 di h t:if)line of industry 
and the ever-uun fining d ami nesting role of an 
increasingly rationalized work environment- The 
tit king of the time-clock dominates noi only (he 
worker's day bul invades his or her very psyche lu 
yield a carefully machined object that is imbued with 
the mechanical roult ou of the factory, t he worker is 
not only “disciplined, united, and organised by (ha 
very mechanism of the capitalist mode of production": 
Ini or she is psychologically, economically, and 
vocationally absodud into it and becomes integrally 
part of ii- 

Tn Marx, tFiiss integration, even psychologically, 
was not an undesirable attribute of "I'he Proletariat." 
But in retrospect, il is now dear that the harsh reality 
uf the factory shapes the destiny of the worker as a 
class being—and it does so in a manner Ihut is 
extremely ruatdiomiry.. indued mm revoliiii unary 
Command, obedience, and rationalization become 
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,J The PiuJr-'iisri.iI's" mast significant ultiw traits ami 
form its image of organic at ion and society. The 
German Social ihnnacruU who were ihe target of 
Lenin's most veiininous language sin h -is 'ljut ravers’ 
nui "renegades" actually betrayed nooue fmd remsged 
on nothing insofar as they were spokesmen for the 
majority of Ihe German working class in 1918-19. 
They unerringly spoke for a class thal had In-on I rained 
throughout life by the capitalist mode of production 
to accept the core attributes of capita I ism and thus 
capitalism itself with its offerings. As Rosa Luxemburg 
%o dearly imdursiood, they did not want a nnoluiion 
when they were summoned to rise up in January 
1919. under the auspices of the ill-fated Spartacus 
League or the newly formed German t’iornrmmist 
Party.—and their leaders, particularly Kbisrl, 
Soheldumann, and ISfoske, assured I hem that they 
would not have one. They wanted an orderly 
democratic republic—as orderly as their Factories 
and ,uj democrat n: as their unions. They wanted a 
disciplined society— as disciplined as; their jobs They 
wanted a united Germany under the Weimar 
Constitution—as united as their workshops and 
assembly lines. They were accustomed lo obedience 
and command on the full, and they obeyed fibart, 
Scheidemann, and Moske when they doffed I heir 
uniforms after the war and returned to work 
Tlui Social Democratic Party never losl the 
allegiance ol the German working t lass and its 
majority never followed the radical tendencies in 
German socialism. History allows for no other verdict 
than I ho fact I hnl. except \vh ere pen.Si mis were pinned 
in ti thoroughly destabilizing forceI'iold of changing 
lifewtiys from 1 he agricultural to the industrial, the 
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majority of the working class consistently followed 
the lead of reformist blur parties—even in so-called 
"revolutionary situations” where ma [or social changes 
seemed imminent. 

Rather than contrive a maze of convoluted 
ex|>E 3 nations for this historical verdict, we would do 
well to face reality directly and candidly, “The 
Proletariat" is no more a hegemonic revolutionary 
class — quo doss—than the ancient slaves and ptebians 
or the medieval serfs. Just as the latter lived within 
classical or medieval society and faded away with 
it, so “The Proletariat” as a doss is inexorably part 
of capitalist society and its destiny is tied to the 
development of the bourgeoisie. That the historical- 
transitional parallel Marx created between the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat was riddled by crucial 
inconsistencies in his own mind is evidenced by the 
extent to which he relied cm capitalism itself to 
produce the economic and ideological condil ions tor 
its transcendence into socialism—conditions which 
we now know are utterly specious, Indeed, to the 
extent that capitalism has developed technologically 
and politically; to the degree that it commands the 
“forces of nature"; to the extent that il has concentrated 
the powers of technics and the Slate—to that degree 
ils command of humanity's destiny with a technics 
of war and with institutions of control raises mom 
formidable obstacles in the way of radical social 
change and even the formation oi a radical 
conscious ness than any society in history 

Finally, it is fair to ask if any class within class 
society can give rise to the classless society we call 
“socialism” or “anarchism.’' The bourgeoisie, which 
emerged within feudalism, did not produce a classless 
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society, however alien it was to the manorial economy 
oi the feudal world. The “historical task’ Marx 
assigned to 4, The Proletariat 71 iy t?vcn mure formidable. 
To expert a class whose mentality is shaped by the 
life ways, habits, values, culture, and hierarchical 
interdependence of another class—the bourgeoisie 
,md its industrial system- to transform society as a 
class with its own class interests, indeed Co "retail 
in the larger interests of humanity finterests whiter 
have yet to become part of Ms own) is preposterous. 
“The Proletariat” is neither better nor worse than 
the society and economy that produced it—and El is 
a class that, in Marx's own formula, reproduces LlStdl 
daily in its service to the bourgeoise, cuFfimi/fy as 
well as economicaliy. In contrast to the early 
bonrgeofsia. it has never existed apart from its social 
milieu nr in revolutionary tension with it.* Tt has 

* A cijvciit Lliiii cannot he repealed often- enmiyh: Hi a l ivorkcn, 

■:irt l nftt; u End i tent doflS OOl ittonu ;h*l tfiHV are rt 1 v o I l(U ri i s il L" ■,. 
Tlit' American 'i^eft" still lives on the idiagm-y of he Iii30> ClO 
fiic ion sii'ius hiiU strikes E can personalLv alUMt to IIlv fai i Mini 
wldte Ihfjif wur*' very militant waves of action limy in.-vor 
(lire* Ecncd tin; iwislnEi^i! rd American capitaLism. The Ami- f ii -m 
was the nioil prouiiiiKiilly displayed symbol of the unai 
;vur ki f demon slTaliems—-.md by worker demonsTraduns I do 
m>i m* «n Ihosc orchesirilled h\ itir Cuuimimbis oi socialists of 
Elm [Hfiod. \o one would have survived h public oration ji jus ti 
dcmcrtisiralEuns ibal challenged the system ay sui-h merely iis 
abuses a Lid I Ik-; npinJ io reform it, We jiiua! dispel Hu- myllt Ui.n 
Mie Untied Sralt.s wii^oo the point of 1 'revolution” a.1 oip linn: 
(hiring ihc 1'Satis, or Mini i In union-organ king ruuvnrin-nl;. 1h,j[ 
hruiiglii millions of iudusirial workers into action i.titmiiuimd 
Hiiy li-ingL"; to EllC OXisEcnO: of i apElalistsociety. MaliV illdl', iiltin] 
wl irk its in,iv have generaUxcrt I mm then experiences Ci'vnnd 
mere n luiiiiiir lines, hut the cI-h.h.h as a whole could hIwnvs hy 
fiontaitmd wiiliin the economic nod political status quo Uki 
blacks i l i Mil: civil rights mo veinc-ni of the early UMj* I hey 
dcntuiuitrd Llmir “rightful" place within Ihy system, uul Us 
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merely Its "rightful place 1 ’ in capitalist 

society, and, tike: the peasantry 11 j:i t i. it ice acquired 
land as a result of the bourgeois revolultorts," it has 
largely acquired it— that is= insofar ns it is needful 
to the ope jyi turn of the capitalist system. !l wilt never 
participate in revolutionary social change until it 
transcends its class being as part of capitalism and 
like the early bourgeoisie becomes pan of another 
social being 1 hal is as alien and hostile to capitalism 
as I he bourgeoisie was alien and hostile to feudalism. 


Theoretical Reconstruction 

Either we will undertake a ruthless m construct ion 
of radical social theory and analyses, in the face of 
tht;.se considerations or ive will rerun in Um mindless 
victims of dogmas that we have inherited from an 
era that is Jyng*gone and now plays a completely 
obluscattiry. indeed reactionary rul« in social 
consciousness. 

So far as “ The Proletariat 7 is concerned, this reified 
and objectified category must be demystified. Its role 
in radical theory and practice must be placed in a 
real-life perspectives not in a Irariftcendonfal Kantian 
realm. "The Proletariat/ 1 or, for Lhot matter, "The 
Peasantry' 1 and "The Petty bourgeoisie," are 
historically wry similar, "The Proletariat 1 ' reproduces 
and supports the wage system insofar as it is necessary 
as \vn«e labor, ihe counterpart ol capital. Its wages 
as "variable capital" are uo less capital than 'constant 

revolutionary charipfi. And th«ir movements wore to ebb as tlieir 
loaders and privileged sectors of the labor movement acquired 
a “rightful 1 ' piace m society based nr-, ibi: siiprimary of capital. 
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capital'' Ll-H-i 1 lift factory ami raw materials needed 
fur capitalist production). Both are tainted l>y the 
conditions that arc necessary for the* existence ol 
cap i tat ism. These retail unships arc not mere 
abstractions. Exploited as 1 ‘variable capital M may he, 
this exploitation is part of Its very identity in the 
form of a commodity called labor power. This 
cuminoddy as embodied in the worker is the cultural 
carrier of industrial and social hierarchy li is present 
in the worker's demeanor, forms of organization, 
parties, cultural preferences, altitudes toward 
deviance of any kind, tastes, treat merit of the opposite 
sex, children, ethnic groups, tire rial ion-state, and 
oven the class which oppresses it- Aliena led an 1 he 
worker may ho, his or her alienation perpetuates hie 
process of production by rendering il competitive, 
egoistic, and, more decisively, by rendering 1 he worker 
dulled and anesthetized to deadening imiuslrial 
processes to an extent that even peasants-in-overalls 
find it intolerable, hence she radical role of the worker- 
peasant in Russia, Spain, Italy, and France, the 
authentic homelands of "proletarian" insurrections. 

The felishigatioii of "The Proletariat'’ has Ms exact 
mystical counterpart in the fetishizaiion of ill# 
commodity and the fetish ization of needs. To the 
degree that radical theory objectifies and fetfehizes 
ihc proletariat, to that degree it is victim to the myths 
of a class within capitalism that will emancipate 
humanity from class society as such, of a class integral 
to capitalism that parallels the function of a class 
that was alien to feudalism, of a class regimented by 
industry that will magically dissolve its hierarchical 
habits, of a class integrated by mass culture that will 
be heir to the host in human culture. 
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Let lls agree that no radical social change is possible 
without the support ami initiative of working people— 
or r for that matter*- of technicians, professionals, 
soldiers, women, ethnic groups, youth, the elderly, 
and llm solidarity of the oppressed on a worldwide 
scale. But no radical change is possible unless '‘The 
Proletariat' 1 transcends its suffocating dess being and 
becomes a revolutionary human being. This 
trail seen dence involves I be erosion of !Les worker ns 
a class being, the acculturation of what is still a class 
into a people with a conscious sense of the public 
good in 'contrast to class interest. It is ironical that 
bourgeois society, which more so than any other 
society is built around con tract and interest, 
presup poses precisely u sense of class interest within 
"The Proletariat" that socialists and syndicalists have 
nurtured as ''intrinsically" revolutionary. 

The Marxian myth that the working class will he 
driven by its own crass economic interests to 
overthrow capitalism is the ideological mystification 
of a real fact in bourgeois society: notably, that the 
crass economic interests of “The Proletariat" are an 
objective precondition for the existence of capitalism 
because the capitalist mode of production presupposes 
a denial of an ethics of the public good in favor of 
a moons-erids rationalism of personal and class 
interest with the contractual bonds to specify these 
interests like a bill of lading. Insofar as “The 
Proletariat" embodies this interest, it becomes party 
to a shared negotiation-process of "give-and-lake" 
lhai daily keeps the capitalist mode of production 
and all its cultural paraphernalia alive. Through its 
unions and parties, “The Proletariat" becomes a 
negotiator ivif.bfn- capitalism!, act the famous “grave 
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digger" of capitalism, a role which Marx imputed lo 
il historically 

Wb arrive at the quixotic fact that "The Proletariat’' 
can play a socially transformative role only insofar 
as il ceases lo be a mere claas and arrives al [hit 
selfhood and self-consciousness that renders ''if a 
cancellation of human beings—human beings who 
can gnnerrde I he sedf-ar.:tivi(y involved in self- 
managemenL* The word “self"- individual ion, 
consciousness„ rationality, and the fulfillment of one's 
potential]ties to lunation as a citizen iri u free public 
sphere—is the common denominator of these human 
India, In the broadest sense, what I am saying Is the I 
working people become radical people despite thu 

"11 is ironical that Lenin in Ids famous What is To Bo Done? 
assigned this "dnefassd" shUus precisely to members of tho 
Bolshevik Party, who woe'hj expected io transcend their class 
origins—proletarian or otherwise:— ami i:h>jihI ilu !e themselves 
into a _>iii fj r&iJass elite called “professiond ravidnli [inarms. ' hi 
this respect, Lenin whs acutely conscious of the fact that “The 
Proletariat” qua dos* would remain cup five to "ficoi'iomijim 
.ind never arrive at n j'«voJij l.ionary consciousness. The 
di.iu'LtjcjtilNation of this idea hi alien to Marxism on its uwn 
terms, Marxism ia, by its very nature, ecouomiatic, ust like 
bourgeois ideology. Lenin did not depart Imrn (his economistk: 
lotion;: he merely crusted a privileged elite timt won Ul comprise 
Ihtf "vanguard” ot a hegemonic" class, a genural slnt'f o.F an 
otherwise "‘brutish " Htmy. Why such a "genci-iil sLiiT' could 
cujiir;- inlo existence in the I im place raises a fadcmathig issm 
Even mure L'asoinfiting is tin: (pur.-rtion of how it could isscape 
(he economist it: mentality of the veov nmiv it professed to lie 
leading Indeed, herein lay the gernu, tor the degeneration ot Pm 
bolsheviks .all othei si vend considerations nxide- H was not betlct— 
ih more democratic—than I be class it tried Eci lend. Indeed, mute 
i.iftein han not. I he Kii.\siftn workers, largeh ixasanis-m^ofvetolls. 
(i Led dejijhFfralely lo escape from the w^uHiinhlit ‘ dogma in 
whii.h the Uulsheviks had strait-jackcled rliton—witness Urn 
Kronstadt (dminline of 1021—hut t D no avail, thank- largely to 
ilieir 'fifiiicivil si lift 
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IhcI I lull I Hey work rather than because I hev work. 
They [In so because I hoy van be motivated to transcend 
their mere bring ns workers. Thai to say. they 
become radicalised only insofar as t hey can become 
ethical beings and function primarily on rm ethical 
rathe]' than economic level of I heir existence- t'o 
appeal to workers as human beings rather than as 
job-holders, to appeal to their consciortoe rather than 
their material needs, to appeal to (Imir sense of right 
and wrong rather Ilian their "interests"'—ail of these 
appeals form I he indispensable means for 
transforming "The Proletariat 7 ' inlo human, ethically 
motivated individuals who can challenge the entire 
constellation of hierarchy, domination, and 
unfreedom, a constellation that bring* what we call 
"civilisation' 1 itself an to question, not only capital Ey eh. 

Thc rad leal es 11 itol i sh 111 ent i n a 11 i is foru i s- the-"Left 7 ' 
as it bus been (lulled from its origins in the Jacobin 
era of die French Revolution—fosters I he imagery 
of the worker as a job-holder, a r real lire of raw 
"interest,” an cmiiodiment of brute need over his or 
her human truth as a person of conscience and 
rationality* it gives social and psychological priority 
to the worker precisely where be or sho is most 
no-joined to capitalism ami most debased as a human 
being—at the job site. II mystifies the factory arena 
precisely by exalting It as this “histone" locus of 
confrontation: where wage labor encounters capital, 
Whoever seeks to transcend this locus liy appealing 
lo the worker's humanity, conscience, and 
personality—as n being that Is i ichor than a Marxian 
category—is condemned as a ‘'class coHaborati<nlist 
Whoever intrudes upon the negotiations between 
wage labor and capital where the worker is brought 
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into complicity with his, or her own tlegradaliun¬ 
ci degradation reinforced ideologically l)\ the Marxists 
autl the syndicalists —in condemned by the Lett 
and '"Right 1 ' alike as in obstructionist 

Vet it is precisely when peace activists, feminists, 
ethnic groups, gay people, environmentalisLs, and 
countercultural folk pn.sEi the ethical question of 
complicity with militarism (including I he militarism 
of the factory), a machismo sensibility, racist ail it m ins, 
issues of sexual preference, the degradation of the 
natural world, and the hierarchical schooling and 
debused lifeivays of “The Proletariat 11 ' that workers 
have the possibility of transcending their class and 
mystically reified class character. I ’he ideological 
challenge of a peace-activist blockade a I a "defense 
plant" stands on u qualitatively higher level ihan the: 
..lltompt of socialists and syndicalists to win "The 
Proletariat's” support by condemning such actions 
and challenges. Whether knowingly or nc.it„ peace 
activists raise the ethical issues that alone can separate 
(he human being within the worker from his nr her 
economic being. They raise the nior.il dilemmas that 
alone can turn the worker from a "factory hand" into 
o person of conscience and nourish the human spark 
I hat exists in every working person. They raise the 
ciLioin| issue of work in this society its meaning, 
goals, and creativity sis distinguished from its debasing 
psychological effects, its role in thu sendee of social 
and industrial, hierarchy, its fund inn in producing 
profit and lethal means, of destruction. 

That peace activists an* abused at the factory gale 
and often violently assaulted is evidence that deep 
prejudices arc being challenged. Such prejudices do 
not die easily — nor should we ever expect that they 
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will do so. Workers who re-anl to challenge ;irt: in a 
deep sense acting or being acted upon. Their 
complacency will never he shaken by "Leftists" who 
justify these prejudices in I he working class and 
deepen them fur manipulative purposes. Here, the 
"Left’' plays a particularly reactionary and sinister 
role by introducing the prejudices oF uninformed 
workers into the peace movement itself, often Tor 
purely opportunistic and immoral reasons. Whether 
the war machine will cease Eo operate because of 
peace blockades is not at issue. What counts is tbal 
the prejudices of ages, from the work ethic to the 
notion of "interest," are shaken, indeed that 
consciences are deepened by rational challenges and 
ethical behavior. 

It will noi be blockades, to be sure, that will solely 
affect the conscience of working people and the 
operations of weapons plants. Larger processes are 
now at work which are eroding " i he Proletariat" as 
a class with the same long-range effects that ultimately 
yielded the virtual disappearance of the peasantry 
and small farmer. Robotics, cybernetics, and Japanese 
management techniques may leave us with a working 
class so numerically small and culturally warped 
that ii will no longer be recognizable by its ideological 
acolytes on the " Left,” Wo are Increasingly surrounded 
by the living dead in the industrial world, despite 
the predictions of Marx and Engels- The smokestack 
industries and traditional assembly lines are closing 
down for good, a development whose full outcome 
is beyond the purview of the present century. The 
“historic" role of "The Proletariat" is becoming mooi; 
the class itself is changing radically in structure and 
numbers more radically than it ever changed society. 
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These swooping changes in the traditional class 
structure of bourgeois society—and I bey Tied nil 
strata thal belong to the past are crucial Out of the 
decaying proletariat, middle classes, and agrarian 
classes, a nftw phenomenon is emerging. Tim old 
social pool called Ihe “people” is lieing reMured ml 
I he tension between pnsl ami future, a classless ‘'class'' 
like the .satis culottes composed of economically, 
culturally, and lech no logically displacer! persons. 
The unstable iiten.^.entier-conscious women. deprived 
minorities, the aged who have no sense of status,, the 
youth who have no sense of future, the cultural 
dissidents—all lack a feeling of place in (he society 
or a slake in its existence. To call them a “new 
proletariat" is to render the word meaningless in the 
Marxian sense of a class "disciplined" and "united’ 1 
by th^ capitalist process of production, They cui intitule 
what the syndicalists brightly call "marginalia" that, 
like all historical fringes, threatens to move 
increasingly to the center of society and become a 
source of endless ferment and dernstit nl ir>n,di:/.nl ime 
Tt is this classless ’class" dm! is most receptive to 
the larger demands and issues posed by a 
decomposing traditional society—1 lie demands and 
issues of peace, sexual freedom, and ecnlogindJy, 
socially, mnl culturally meaningful alternatives to 
the status ijuo. And it is from Ibis clas.slc&s "class" 
that the peace movement can draw ils most forceful 
and compelling activists. Unless war and ecological 
breakdown bring the entire humor adventure to an 
end, l hij£ class less “class" can onlv exist for a limited 
period of time- between the breakdown of a relatively 
democratic social\ and the emergence of a highly 
centralized, well policed, and militarized one. if it 
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does not find ils “program 11 and its own Ln-ganfealinnal 
InrriLS within a generation or two, il will bn eliminated 
in one way or another like earlier transitional Simla 
by a totalilariaii system that will close all the doors 
to social change. 

A second co n side ration that lias eluded socialists 
tmd syndicalists is that workers live in communities, 
not merely in hjciorfes. In their neighborhoods and 
Ion ns, they lend to reveal significantly different traits 
from those which are fostered at their job sites. They 
urc men who fear to become cannon tori tier, women 
who feel degraded by rheir male-dominated milieu, 
ethnic people who carry the added burden of racial 
discrimination, gay people who are obliged to conceal 
their sexual preferences, uneasy residents of polluted 
onvirmimmiIs, and politically di^empowered 
individuals who seek more control over (heir daily 
Jives, They are parents, youth, sisters, brothers, 
concernerd or fearful people who seek the rights of 
a long-denied citizenship. To many of them, their 
jobs are merely means lo an end—often as deuenb 
peaceful. and* y«s, idealistic as those of the peace 
activists who blockade their plants. They can be 
reached ,is neighbors more readily than as 
met.tphysical beings who comprise an abstract 
category called ‘'The Pro! etariaL" Their homes, 
(amilies, friends, and life-problems mean more to 
them than their class “interests," particularly as these 
are mystically interpreted by the "belt,-" Their human 
locus fe the community in which they live, not (he 
factory in which they work. In the shifting world of 
disintegrating desses, they can be more open to serious 
discussion ns people than as “proletarians.” 
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Socialism and syndicalism, with its bourgeois 
mentality of economic reduction ism, denies them 
i heir human hood- By contrast, peace activists build 
on the persona I i ty and i 1 1 di v h iua I i ly I hal d ist i ngu Lshcd 
their personhood from their workerhood. their 
humanity from their economic debasement, their 
sense of citizenship From llieir enfeeble men t as 
taxpayers. They reach out to the potential 
revolutionary who is papered over by the supine 
reformist. Behind socialism and syndicalism lie nearly 
two centuries of abysmal failure and an ever- 
deepening dogmatism. Their acolytes can only yelp— 
and feel guilt —as though they live in remorse for 
their stillborn world and interpretation of reality. 
Many prejudices have yet to be broken, not only 
among workers but among the elements who foster 
I heir biases and tilt them toward accommodation to 
a ruinous society whose future i.s beyond redemption. 
Civil disobedience cannot be abated and ils supporters 
cannot defer to the pain that comes with the process 
ot dissolving biases and dogmas unless the peace 
movement decides no longer to obstruct the way to 
an apocalyptic devastation of nature and society. Once 
the impediment to this catastrophic course is lifted. 
either by guilt or uncertainty, the end of this planet 
will be a certainty —and there will be no compensating 
resurrection of human 1 1y and; the human spirit. 
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